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I’m doing my maths, and with some 
difficulty. ‘180,000 legs divided by four 
that’s....45,000 pigs. That’s a lot isn’t it?’ I 
ask. ‘Actually,’ Giorgio Cerati, Quality and 
Production Manager at Gennari Vittorio 
Spa gently corrects me, ‘we only use the 
back legs so it’s 90,000 pigs.’ Well it’s 
clear that a lot of pigs have given up their 
porky lives to fill these curing spaces, and 
more are legging it in as we speak. 

But then the demand for Parma ham is 
insatiable. Italy’s sweet answer to Spain’s 
all-powerful jamon, it has its own unique 

characteristics and attractions and is 
equally made to very strict guidelines. 
One of which, obviously is that the pigs 
and production must happen in this area 
around Parma. 

I’m watching these unique hams from 
pigs, whose diet includes the whey from 
local Parmesan cheese production, come 
in from the abattoir. Two men expertly 
use razor-sharp knives to shape the legs 
before they are racked up ready for the 
next stage in becoming Parma ham. 

A machine helps press the legs to open up 
the fibres before carefully judged handfuls 
of sea salt are applied by a ‘maestro 
salatore’. The legs will then hang for 
around for a week in carefully controlled 
temperature and humidity. After that, the 
salt will be washed off, another thin layer 
of salt put on, and they’ll be hung in a cool, 
dark room for around 18 days. 

In the old days hams were only made in 
winter because the cold would refrigerate 
them. These days the hams go to rest 

for 70 days in a modern, specialised 
room before being washed and dried 
and readied to begin the first stage of 
what is to be long months of curing, the 
room’s windows opened regularly to let 
in the sweet air of the region. It is this 
unique process that gives them their PDO 
(Protected Designation of Origin) status 
and price tag of around £150 for a whole 
ham.

After that they will be coated in minced 
pork fat and salt and go off for further 
curing before being tested. Giorgio shows 
me how, with a traditional porous needle 
made of horse bone, he pierces the meat 
in five places and sniffs the needle. He 
can accurately tell if the ham has reached 
PDO quality, only then can it have the 
prestigious Consorzio del Prosciutto di 
Parma crown seal of quality branded into 
the skin and be eaten or cured for up to 36 
months longer.

In the cosy Ombre Rosse in Parma that 
night, I tried a ham age trail. This little 
wine store does a sideline in five or six 
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rough-hewn tables for serving simple food 
and the owner emerged with a plate of 
such tangled Prosciutto profusion I almost 
fainted with lust. If that wasn’t enough he 
then brought out a bottle of local Malvasia, 
a wine that goes so well with Parma ham, 
thanks to its gentle sparkle, sweetness 
and low alcohol.

Prosciutto is best eaten by simply picking 
up a wafer thin slice and popping it into 
the mouth where it begins to melt. You 
barely need to chew as the fragrance of 
the meat wafts into your sensory organs. 
Prosciutto comes from the Latin word for 
“deprived of all liquid” but the meat is 
creamy, moist and barely greasy.

12-month, 24- and 36-month aged hams 
were tried  and each was delicious and 
each distinctively flavoured, the redness 
varying with age and each always with 
a gorgeous border of fat, ‘The bit some 
people will throw away!’ said Giorgio with 
disbelief.

It’s a delicious treat for sure and a good 
Parma ham can be ordered up from plenty 
of online retailers. Just be sure to look for 
the crown of quality mark before you make 
a pig of yourself. 

Thanks to producers Gennari Vittorio Spa and www.discovertheorigin.co.uk


